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Over the next five years, NIJ will address safety, health, and wellness questions through interdisciplinary
research and strategic partnerships.

T
he criminal justice system directly touches millions of people 
in our country every year — corrections staff, people who 
spend brief stints in community jails, people who spend years 
in federal and state prisons, and people under supervision 

in the community. It indirectly touches millions more, including the 
families, friends, and acquaintances of those involved in the system.

At the end of 2013, nearly 7 million people were under the 
supervision of adult correctional systems.1 And more than 400,000 
corrections officers work in federal and state prisons and the 
nation’s jails.2 Maintaining the safety, health, and wellness of all 
people involved in the justice system, be it through employment or 
supervision, is paramount. But it can prove extremely challenging.

To help address the issue, in July 2016 NIJ released a strategic plan 
outlining major research areas it intends to pursue over the next five 
years to promote safety, health, and wellness across the criminal 
justice system.

The plan, written by NIJ’s science staff, defines “safety” as “the condition of being secure or unlikely to  
cause risk or injury to an individual,” a definition similar to that developed by the Occupational Safety and  
Health Administration.3 NIJ adopted the World Health Organization’s definition of “health”: “the state of  
complete physical, mental, and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity.”4 The 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention definition of “well-being” also informed NIJ’s definition: “Well-being  
integrates mental health and physical health resulting in more holistic approaches to disease prevention and 
health promotion.”5
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These definitions highlight the connection between 
a person’s physical and mental well-being, a 
relationship often discussed in the medical field. 
A population study in Canada, for example, noted 
that approximately one in 20 people in the general 
population had been diagnosed with depression. The 
study found that the number rose when back pain was 
present: Approximately one in five adults with chronic 
back pain was diagnosed with major depression.6 
This link between physical and mental is critical in 
an occupational setting, because an event that could 
cause injury increases the likelihood of other physical 
and mental ailments. The medical field has also found 
that people’s mental well-being affects their ability to 
recover physically.7

Research within health systems has also uncovered 
a correlation between medical staff well-being and 
patient outcomes.8 There is a similar relationship in 
the criminal justice realm. In a corrections setting, for 
example, evidence points to a link between the health 
and well-being of staff and inmates.9 A corrections 
officer who is experiencing high levels of stress may 
struggle to recognize or prioritize inmates’ safety and 
health needs. Conversely, managing an incarcerated 
population with high rates of mental illness increases 
the stress levels of the corrections staff, affecting the 
entire social support network.

A Holistic Approach

Historically, NIJ’s research on safety, health, and 
wellness has been split between safety on the one 
hand and health and wellness on the other. It has 
also been narrowly focused: NIJ’s safety research has 
focused primarily on improving safety equipment, such 

as body armor and less-lethal technology, while its 
health and wellness research has focused on improving 
officer performance through stress management, 
stress reduction, wellness programs, and changing 
work shifts. (See sidebar, “The Correction and Law 
Enforcement Family Support Program.”) NIJ’s efforts 
have not explored how the safety, health, and wellness 
of those involved in the system affect their families, 
friends, and acquaintances — and vice versa.

Moving forward, NIJ is broadening its focus to address 
the most important safety, health, and wellness issues 
facing people involved with the criminal justice system. 
The Institute will support cross-cutting research to 
both promote improved safety, health, and wellness for 
those in the system and reduce any deleterious effects 
on the health and wellness of families, friends, and 
acquaintances. Specific topics will include:

•	 Improving safety and reducing mortality within 
corrections.

•	 Identifying occupational and organization activities 
that lead to increased physical and mental  
health risks.

•	 Reducing stress, trauma, and suicide.

•	 Studying the impact of incarceration on families.

The strategic plan does not focus on a specific 
population because issues of health are based  
on individual physiology and transcend  
organizational distinctions.

Many of these research areas cross scientific 
disciplines, so collaboration will be critical. NIJ 
will support research that includes partnerships 

NIJ has a long history of supporting programs and research to address safety, health, and wellness in 
the criminal justice system. One example is the Correction and Law Enforcement Family Support (CLEFS) 
program, which sought to identify and understand the stressors confronting law enforcement officers at 
work and at home and develop innovative approaches to prevent and treat the negative effects of stress. 
The CLEFS program resulted in a variety of stress reduction programs. In 1998, it expanded to address 
stress among correctional officers. 

The Correction and Law Enforcement Family Support Program
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3.  See the OSH Act of 1970, section 5,  
https://www.osha.gov/pls/oshaweb/owadisp.
show_document?p_table=OSHACT&p_id=3359.

4.  Preamble to the Constitution of the World Health 
Organization as adopted by the International Health 
Conference, New York, June 19-22, 1946; signed on July 
22, 1946, by the representatives of 61 states (Official 
Records of the World Health Organization, no. 2, p. 100) and 
entered into force on April 7, 1948.

5.  Definition adopted by the Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention from Halbert L. Dunn, High-Level Wellness 
(Arlington, VA: R.W. Beatty, Ltd., 1973).

6.  Shawn R. Currie and JianLi Wang, “Chronic Back Pain and 
Major Depression in the General Canadian Population,” Pain 
107 no. 1-2 (2004): 54-60.

7.  Michael F. Scheier et al., “Dispositional Optimism and 
Recovery from Coronary Artery Bypass Surgery: The 
Beneficial Effects on Physical and Psychological Well-
Being,” Journal of Personality and Social Psychology 57 no. 
6 (1989): 1024-1040.

8.  See, for example, Jeannie P. Cimiotti et al., “Nurse Staffing, 
Burnout, and Health Care–Associated Infection,” American 
Journal of Infection Control 40 no. 6 (2012): 486-490; and 
Louise H. Hall et al., “Healthcare Staff Wellbeing, Burnout, 
and Patient Safety: A Systematic Review,” PLoS ONE 11 no. 
7 (2016): e0159015, https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/
articles/PMC4938539/pdf/pone.0159015.pdf.

9.  Jaime Brower, Correctional Officer Wellness and Safety 
Literature Review, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of 
Justice, Office of Justice Programs Diagnostic Center, July 
2013, NCJ 244831, https://www.ojpdiagnosticcenter.
org/sites/default/files/spotlight/download/NDC_
CorrectionalOfficerWellnessSafety_LitReview.pdf.
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between researchers and practitioners and scientific 
partnerships between disparate fields, such as 
engineering and social science or neuroscience and 
occupational health. The Institute will also collaborate 
with other federal research agencies to expand the 
number of federal agencies involved in relevant 
research, eliminate redundant federal investments, 
better target federal research investments, and better 
use federal research infrastructure.

NIJ believes that by supporting highly collaborative 
research, we will promote better and more 
comprehensive solutions to the challenging safety, 
health, and wellness problems facing the criminal 
justice system.
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